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Never in my wildest dreams would I have 
imagined when I first read Pedagogy of the Oppressed in 
1971 that, a decade later, I would be engaged in a very 
close collaboration with its author, Paulo Freire— a 
collaboration that lasted sixteen years until his untimely 
death on May 2, 1997. Never in my wildest dreams 
would I have thought that, today, I would have the honor 
to write an introduction to commemorate the thirtieth 
anniversary of the publication of Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed, a book that according to Stanley Aronowitz, 
“meets the single criterion of a ‘classic’ “ in that “it has 
outlived its own time and its author’s.” 

I remember vividly my first encounter with 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, as a colonized young man 
from Cape Verde who had been struggling with 
significant questions of cultural identity, yearning to 
break away from the yoke of Portuguese colonialism. 
Reading Pedagogy of the Oppressed gave me a language 
to critically understand the tensions, contradictions, fears, 
doubts, hopes, and “deferred” dreams that are part and 
parcel of living a borrowed and colonized cultural 
existence. Reading Pedagogy of the Oppressed also gave 
me the inner strength to begin the arduous process of 
transcending a colonial existence that is almost culturally 
schizophrenic: being present and yet not visible, being 
visible and yet not present. It is a condition that I 
painfully experienced in the United States, constantly 
juggling the power asymmetry of the two worlds, two 
cultures, and two languages. Reading Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed gave me the critical tools to reflect on, and 
understand, the process through which we come to know 
what it means to be at the periphery of the intimate yet 



fragile relationship between the colonizer and the 
colonized. 
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Paulo Freire’s invigorating critique of the 
dominant banking model of education leads to his 
democratic proposals of problem-posing education where 
“men and women develop their power to perceive 
critically the way they exist in the world with which and 
in which they find themselves; they come to see the 
world not as a static reality but as a reality in the process 
of transformation.” This offered to me— and all of those 
who experience subordination through an imposed 
assimilation policy—a path through which we come to 
understand what it means to come to cultural voice. It is a 
process that always involves pain and hope; a process 
through which, as forced cultural jugglers, we can come 
to subjectivity transcending our object position in a 
society that hosts us yet is alien. 

It is not surprising that my friends back in Cape 
Verde—and, for that matter in most totalitarian states—
risked cruel punishment, including imprisonment, if they 
were caught reading Pedagogy of the Oppressed. I 
remember meeting a South African student in Boston 
who told me that students would photocopy chapters of 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed and share them with their 
classmates and peers. Sometimes, given the long list of 
students waiting to read Freire, they would have to wait 
for weeks before they were able to get their hands on a 
photocopied chapter. These students, and students like 
them in Central America, South America, Tanzania, 
Chile, Guinea-Bissau and other nations struggling to 
overthrow totalitarianism and oppression, passionately 
embraced Freire and his proposals for liberation. It is no 
wonder that his success in teaching Brazilian peasants 
how to read landed him in prison and led to a subsequent 
long and painful exile. Oppressed people all over the 
world identified with Paulo Freire’s denunciation of the 



oppressive conditions that were choking millions of poor 
people, including a large number of middle-class families 
that had bitterly begun to experience the inhumanity of 
hunger in a potentially very rich and fertile country. 

Freire’s denunciation of oppression was not merely 
the intellectual exercise that we often find among many 
facile liberals and pseudo- critical educators. His 
intellectual brilliance and courage in denouncing the 
structures of oppression were rooted in a very real and 
material experience, as he recounts in Letters to Cristina: 
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It was a real and concrete hunger that had no specific date of 
departure. Even though it never reached the rigor of the hunger 
experienced by some people I know, it was not the hunger 
experienced by those who undergo a tonsil operation or are dieting. 
On the contrary, our hunger was of the type that arrives 
unannounced and unauthorized, making itself at home without an 
end in sight. A hunger that, if it was not softened as ours was, 
would take over our bodies, molding them into angular shapes. 
Legs, arms, and fingers become skinny. Eye sockets become 
deeper, making the eyes almost disappear. Many of our classmates 
experienced this hunger and today it continues to afflict millions of 
Brazilians who die of its violence every year.1 

Thus, Pedagogy of the Oppressed has its roots in Paulo 
Freire’s lived experiences. 

The experience of hunger as a child of a middle-
class family that had lost its economic base enabled 
Freire to, on the one hand, identify and develop 
“solidarity with the children from the poor outskirts of 
town”2 and, on the other hand, to realize that “in spite of 
the hunger that gave us solidarity. . . in spite of the bond 
that united us in our search for ways to survive—our 
playtime, as far as the poor children were concerned, 
ranked us as people from another world who happened to 
fall accidentally into their world.”3 It is the realization of 
such class borders that led, invariably, to Freire’s radical 
rejection of a class-based society. 



Although some strands of postmodernism would 
dismiss Freire’s detailed class analysis in Pedagogy of  
the Oppressed, it is an enormous mistake, if not academic 
dishonesty, to pretend that we now live in a classless 
world. Although Freire understood very well that 
“material oppression and the affective investments that 
tie oppressed groups to the logic of domination cannot be 
grasped in all of their complexity within a singular logic 
of class struggle,”4 he consistently argued that a thorough 
understanding of oppression must always take a detour 
through some form of class analysis. 

Until his death, he courageously denounced the 
neoliberal position that promotes the false notion of the 
end of history and the end of class. Freire always viewed 
history as possibility, “recognizing that History is time 
filled with possibility and not inexorably determined— 
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that the future is problematic and not already decided, 
fatalistically.”5 In like manner, Freire continued to reject 
any false claim to the end of class struggle. Whereas he 
continually revised his earlier class analyses, he never 
abandoned or devalued class as an important theoretical 
category in our search for a better comprehension of 
conditions of oppression. In a long dialogue we had 
during his last visit to New York—in fact, the last time 
we worked together—he again said that although one 
cannot reduce everything to class, class remains an 
important factor in our understanding of multiple forms 
of oppression. While poststructuralists may want to 
proclaim the end of class analysis, they still have to 
account for the horrendous human conditions that led, as 
Freire recounted, a family in Northeast Brazil to 
scavenge a landfill and take “pieces of an amputated 
human breast with which they prepared their Sunday 
lunch.”6 

Freire also never accepted the “poststructuralism 
tendency to translate diverse forms of class, race, and 



gender based oppression to the discursive space of 
subject positions.”7 He always appreciated the theoretical 
complexity of multifactor analyses while never 
underestimating the role of class. For example, he 
resisted the essentialist approach of reducing all analysis 
to one monolithic entity of race. For instance, African 
functionaries who assimilate to colonial cultural values 
constitute a distinct class with very different ideological 
cultural values and aspirations than the bulk of the 
population. Likewise, it would be a mistake to view all 
African Americans as one monolithic cultural group 
without marked differences: United States Supreme 
Court Justice Clarence Thomas is black, after all (and 
conservative). Somewhat similar gulfs exist between the 
vast mass of African Americans who remain 
subordinated and reduced to ghettoes and middle-class 
African Americans who, in some sense, have also partly 
abandoned the subordinated mass of African Americans. 
I am reminded of a discussion I had with a personal 
friend of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who had joined him 
in the important struggle to end segregation and 
oppression during the 1960s. During our discussion, 
King’s friend remarked, “Donaldo, you are right. We are 
using euphemisms such as ‘economically marginal’ and 
avoid more pointed terms like ‘oppres- 
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sion.’ I confess that I often feel uneasy when I am invited 
to discuss at institutions issues pertaining to the 
community. In reality, I haven’t been there in over twenty 
years.” Having achieved great personal success and 
having moved to a middle-class reality, this African 
American gentleman began to experience a distance from 
other African Americans who remain abandoned in 
ghettoes. 

In a recent discussion with a group of students, a 
young African American man who attends an Ivy League 
university told me that his parents usually vote with the 



white middle class, even if, in the long run, their vote is 
detrimental to the reality of most black people. Thus, we 
see again that race, itself, is not necessarily a unifying 
force. 

Freire never abandoned his position with respect to 
class analysis as theorized in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
However, as he continually did, he reconstituted his 
earlier position throughout the years, particularly in our 
co-authored book Ideology Matters. In it Freire argues 
that whereas, for example, “one cannot reduce the 
analysis of racism to social class, one cannot understand 
racism fully without a class analysis, for to do one at the 
expense of the other is to fall prey into a sectarianist 
position, which is as despicable as the racism that we 
need to reject.”8 In essence, Freire’s later works make it 
clear that what is important is to approach the analysis of 
oppression through a convergent theoretical framework 
where the object of oppression is cut across by such 
factors as race, class, gender, culture, language, and 
ethnicity. Thus, he would reject any theoretical analysis 
that would collapse the multiplicity of factors into a 
monolithic entity, including class. 

Although Freire was readily embraced in societies 
struggling against colonialism and other forms of 
totalitarianism, his acceptance in the so-called open and 
democratic societies, such as the United States and the 
nations of Western Europe, has been more problematic. 
Even though he has an international reputation and 
following, his work is, sadly, not central to the curricula 
of most schools of education whose major responsibility 
is to prepare the next generation of teachers. This relative 
marginality of Freire’s work in the school-of-education 
curricula is partly due to the fact that most of 
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these schools are informed by the positivistic and 
management models that characterize the very culture of 
ideologies and practices to which Freire was in 



opposition all his life. For example, the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education sanctions a graduate 
course called “Literacy Politics and Policies” without 
requiring students to read, critique, and analyze the work 
of Freire. In fact, one can get a doctoral degree from this 
school, or from others, without ever learning about, much 
less reading, Paulo Freire. This is tantamount to getting a 
doctoral degree in Linguistics without ever reading Noam 
Chomsky, The following illustrates my point. In a lecture 
at Harvard that analyzed Paulo Freire’s theories, given by 
Professor Ramón Flecha from the University of 
Barcelona, a doctoral student approached me and asked 
the following: “I don’t want to sound naive, but who is 
this Paulo Freire that Professor Flecha is citing so 
much?” I wonder, how can one expect this doctoral 
student to know the work of “perhaps the most 
significant educator in the world during the last half of 
the century” in the words of Herbert Kohl,9 when his 
graduate school pretends that Paulo Freire never existed? 

Whereas students in the Third World and other 
nations struggling with totalitarian regimes would risk 
their freedom, if not their lives, to read Paulo Freire, in 
our so-called open societies his work suffers from a more 
sophisticated form of censorship: omission. This 
“academic selective selection” of bodies of knowledge, 
which borders on censorship of critical educators, is 
partly to blame for the lack of knowledge of Paulo 
Freire’s significant contributions to the field of education. 
Even many liberals who have embraced his ideas and 
educational practices often reduce his theoretical work 
and leading philosophical ideas to a mechanical 
methodology. I am reminded of a panel that was 
convened to celebrate Freire’s life and work at Harvard 
after his death. In a large conference room filled to 
capacity and with people standing in hallways, a panelist 
who had obviously reduced Freire’s leading ideas to a 
mechanized dialogical practice passed a note to the 
moderator of the panel suggesting that she give everyone 
in the room twenty seconds to say something in keeping 



with the spirit of Freire. This was the way not to engage 
Freire’s belief in 
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emancipation—unless one believes that his complex 
theory of oppression can be reduced to a twenty-second 
sound bite. Part of the problem with this mechanization 
of Freire’s leading philosophical and political ideas is 
that many pseudo critical educators, in the name of 
liberation pedagogy, often sloganize Freire by 
straitjacketing his revolutionary politics to an empty 
cliché of the dialogical method. Pseudo-Freirean 
educators not only strip him of the essence of his radical 
pedagogical proposals that go beyond the classroom 
boundaries and effect significant changes in the society 
as well: these educators also fail to understand the 
epistemological relationship of dialogue. According to 
Freire, 

In order to understand the meaning of dialogical practice, we have 
to put aside the simplistic understanding of dialogue as a mere 
technique. Dialogue does not represent a somewhat false path that 
I attempt to elaborate on and realize in the sense of involving the 
ingenuity of the other. On the contrary, dialogue characterizes an 
epistemological relationship. Thus, in this sense, dialogue is a way 
of knowing and should never be viewed as a mere tactic to involve 
stidents in a particular task. We have to make this point very clear. 
I engage in dialogue not necessarily because I like the other 
person. I engage in dialogue because I recognize the social and not 
merely the individualistic character of the process of knowing. In 
this sense, dialogue presents itself as an indispensable component 
of the process of both learning and knowing.10

Unfortunately, in the United States, many 
educators who claim to be Freirean in their pedagogical 
orientation mistakenly transform Freire’s notion of 
dialogue into a method, thus losing sight of the fact that 
the fundamental goal of dialogical teaching is to create a 
process of learning and knowing that invariably involves 
theorizing about the experiences shared in the dialogue 
process. Some strands of critical pedagogy engage in an 



overdose of experiential celebration that offers a 
reductionistic view of identity, leading Henry Giroux to 
point out that such pedagogy leaves identity and 
experience removed from the problematics of power, 
agency, and history. By overindulging in the 
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legacy and importance of their respective voices and 
experiences, these educators often fail to move beyond a 
notion of difference structured in polarizing binarisms 
and uncritical appeals to the discourse of experience. I 
believe that it is for this reason that some of these 
educators invoke a romantic pedagogical mode that 
“exoticizes” discussing lived experiences as a process of 
coming to voice. At the same time, educators who 
misinterpret Freire’s notion of dialogical teaching also 
refuse to link experiences to the politics of culture and 
critical democracy, thus reducing their pedagogy to a 
form of middle-class narcissism. This creates, on the one 
hand, the transformation of dialogical teaching into a 
method invoking conversation that provides participants 
with a group-therapy space for stating their grievances. 
On the other hand, it offers the teacher as facilitator a 
safe pedagogical zone to deal with his or her class guilt. 
It is a process that bell hooks characterizes as nauseating 
in that it brooks no dissent. Simply put, as Freire 
reminded us, “what these educators are calling dialogical 
is a process that hides the true nature of dialogue as a 
process of learning and knowing. . . . Understanding 
dialogue as a process of learning and knowing establishes 
a previous requirement that always involves an 
epistemological curiosity about the very elements of the 
dialogue.”11 That is to say, dialogue must require an ever-
present curiosity about the object of knowledge. Thus, 
dialogue is never an end in itself but a means to develop 
a better comprehension about the object of knowledge. 
Otherwise, one could end up with dialogue as 
conversation where individual lived experiences are 
given primacy. I have been in many contexts where the 



over-celebration of one’s own location and history often 
eclipses the possibility of engaging the object of 
knowledge by refusing to struggle directly, for instance, 
with readings involving an object of knowledge, 
particularly if these readings involve theory. 

As Freire himself decidedly argued, 

Curiosity about the object of knowledge and the willingness and 
openness to engage theoretical readings and discussions is 
fundamental. However, I am not suggesting an over-celebration of 
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theory. We must not negate practice for the sake of theory. To do so 
would reduce theory to a pure verbalism or intellectualism. By the 
same token, to negate theory for the sake of practice, as in the use 
of dialogue as conversation, is to run the risk of losing oneself in 
the disconnectedness of practice. It is for this reason that I never 
advocate either a theoretic elitism or a practice ungrounded in 
theory, but the unity between theory and practice. In order to 
achieve this unity, one must have an epistemological curiosity—a 
curiosity that is often missing in dialogue as conversation.12 

That is, when students lack both the necessary 
epistemological curiosity and a certain conviviality with 
the object of knowledge under study, it is difficult to 
create conditions that increase their epistemological 
curiosity in order to develop the necessary intellectual 
tools that will enable him or her to apprehend and 
comprehend the object of knowledge. If students are not 
able to transform their lived experiences into knowledge 
and to use the already acquired knowledge as a process to 
unveil new knowledge, they will never be able to 
participate rigorously in a dialogue as a process of 
learning and knowing. In truth, how can one dialogue 
without any prior apprenticeship with the object of 
knowledge and without any epistemological curiosity? 
For example, how can anyone dialogue about linguistics 
if the teacher refuses to create the pedagogical conditions 
that will apprentice students into the new body of 
knowledge? By this I do not mean that the apprenticeship 



process should be reduced to the authoritarian tradition of 
lecturing without student input and discussion. What 
becomes very clear is that the bureaucratization of the 
dialogical process represents yet another mechanism used 
by even some progressive educators to diminish Freire’s 
radical revolutionary and transformative proposals 
through a process that gives rise to politics without 
content. Thus, it is not surprising that some liberals join 
conservative educators to critique Freire for what they 
characterize as “radical ties.” For example, Gregory Jay 
and Gerald Graff have argued that Freire’s proposal in 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed to move students toward “a 
critical perception of the world”—which “implies a 
correct method of approaching reality” so that they can 
get “a comprehension of total 
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reality”—assumes that Freire already knows the identity 
of the oppressed. As Jay and Graff point out, “Freire 
assumes that we know from the outset the identity of the 
‘oppressed’ and their ‘oppressors.’ Who the oppressors 
and the oppressed are is conceived not as an open 
question that teachers and students might disagree about, 
but as a given of Freirean pedagogy.”13 This form of 
critique presupposes that education should be 
nondirective and neutral, a posture that Freire always 
opposed: “I must intervene in teaching the peasants that 
their hunger is socially constructed and work with them 
to help identify those responsible for this social 
construction, which is, in my view, a crime against 
humanity.”14 Therefore, we need to intervene not only 
pedagogically but also ethically. Before any intervention, 
however, an educator must have political clarity—
posture that makes many liberals like Graff very 
uncomfortable to the degree that he considers “Radical 
educational theorists such as Freire, Henry Giroux, and 
Stanley Aronowitz... [as having a] tunnel-vision style of.. 
. writing. . . which speaks of but never to those who 
oppose its premises.”15 



The assumption that Freire, Giroux, and Aronowitz 
engage in a “tunnel-vision style of. . . writing” is not only 
false: it also points to a distorted notion that there is an a 
priori agreed-upon style of writing that is monolithic, 
available to all, and “free of jargon.” This blind and facile 
call for writing clarity represents a pernicious mechanism 
used by academic liberals who suffocate discourses 
different from their own. Such a call often ignores how 
language is being used to make social inequality 
invisible. It also assumes that the only way to deconstruct 
ideologies of oppression is through a discourse that 
involves what these academics characterize as a language 
of clarity. 

When I was working with Freire on the book 
Literacy: Reading the Word and the World, I asked a 
colleague whom I considered to be politically aggressive 
and to have a keen understanding of Freire’s work to read 
the manuscript. Yet, during a discussion we had about 
this, she asked me, a bit irritably, “Why do you and Paulo 
insist on using Marxist jargon? Many readers who may 
enjoy reading Paulo may be put off by the jargon.” I was 
at first taken aback, but proceeded to explain calmly to 
her that the equation of Marxism with jargon did 
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not fully capture the richness of Freire’s analysis. In fact, 
I reminded her that Freire’s language was the only means 
through which he could have done justice to the 
complexity of the various concepts dealing with 
oppression. For one thing, I reminded her, “Imagine that 
instead of writing Pedagogy of the Oppressed Freire had 
written “Pedagogy of the Disenfranchised.” The first 
title utilizes a discourse that names the oppressor, 
whereas the second fails to do so. If you have an 
“oppressed,” you must have an “oppressor.” What would 
be the counterpart of disenfranchised? “Pedagogy of the 
Disenfranchised” dislodges the agent of the action while 
leaving in doubt who bears the responsibility for such 



action. This leaves the ground wide open for blaming the 
victim of disenfranchisement for his or her own 
disenfranchisement. This example is a clear case in 
which the object of oppression can also be understood as 
the subject of oppression. Language like this distorts 
reality. 

And yet, mainstream academics like Graff seldom 
object to these linguistic distortions that disfigure reality. 
I seldom hear academics on a crusade for “language 
clarity” equate mainstream terms such as 
“disenfranchised” or “ethnic cleansing,” for example, to 
jargon status. On the one hand, they readily accept 
“ethnic cleansing,” a euphemism for genocide, while, on 
the other hand, they will, with certain automatism, point 
to the jargon quality of terms such as “oppression,” 
“subordination,” and “praxis.” If we were to deconstruct 
the term “ethnic cleansing” we would see that it prevents 
us from becoming horrified by Serbian brutality and 
horrendous crimes against Bosnian Muslims. The mass 
killing of women, children, and the elderly and the rape 
of women and girls as young as five years old take on the 
positive attribute of “cleansing,” which leads us to 
conjure a reality of “purification” of the ethnic “filth” 
ascribed to Bosnian Muslims, in particular, and to 
Muslims the world over, in general. 

I also seldom heard any real protest from the same 
academics who want “language clarity” when, during the 
Gulf War, the horrific blood bath of the battlefield 
became a “theater of operation,” and the violent killing of 
over one hundred thousand Iraqis, including innocent 
women, children, and the elderly by our “smart bombs,” 
was sanitized 
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into a technical term: “collateral damage.” I can go on 
with examples to point out how academics who argue for 
clarity of language not only seldom object to language 
that obfuscates reality, but often use the same language as 



part of the general acceptance that the “standard” 
discourse is given and should remain unproblematic. 
Although these academics accept the dominant standard 
discourse, they aggressively object to any discourse that 
both fractures the dominant language and bares the veiled 
reality in order to name it. Thus, a discourse that names it 
becomes, in their view, imprecise and unclear, and 
wholesale euphemisms such as “disadvantaged,” 
“disenfranchised,” “educational mortality,” “theater of 
operation,” “collateral damage,” and “ethnic cleansing” 
remain unchallenged since they are part of the dominant 
social construction of images that are treated as 
unproblematic and clear. 

I am often amazed to hear academics complain 
about the complexity of a particular discourse because of 
its alleged lack of clarity. It is as if they have assumed 
that there is a mono-discourse that is characterized by its 
clarity and is also equally available to all. If one begins to 
probe the issue of clarity, we soon realize that it is class 
specific, thus favoring those of that class in the meaning- 
making process. 

The following two examples will bring the point 
home: Henry Giroux and I gave a speech at Massasoit 
Community College in Massachusetts to approximately 
three hundred unwed mothers who were part of a GED 
(graduate-equivalency diploma) program. The director of 
the program later informed us that most of the students 
were considered functionally illiterate. After Giroux’s 
speech, during the question-and-answer period, a woman 
got up and eloquently said, “Professor Giroux, all my life 
I felt the things you talked about. I just didn’t have a 
language to express what I have felt. Today I have come 
to realize that I do have a language. Thank you.” And 
Paulo Freire told me the story of what happened to him at 
the time he was preparing the English translation of 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed. He gave an African 
American student at Harvard a chapter of the book to 



read to see how she would receive it. A few days later 
when he asked the 
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woman if she had read it, she enthusiastically responded, 
“Yes. Not only did I read it, but I gave it to my sixteen-
year-old son to read. He read the whole chapter that night 
and in the morning said, ‘I want to meet the man who 
wrote this. He is talking about me.’” One question that I 
have for all those “highly literate” academics who find 
Giroux’s and Freire’s discourse so difficult to understand 
is, Why is it that a sixteen-year-old boy and a poor, 
“semiliterate” woman could so easily understand and 
connect with the complexity of both Freire and Giroux’s 
language and ideas, and the academics, who should be 
the most literate, find the language incomprehensible? 

I believe that the answer has little to do with 
language and everything to do with ideology. That is, 
people often identify with representations that they are 
either comfortable with or that help deepen their 
understanding of themselves. The call for language 
clarity is an ideological issue, not merely a linguistic one. 
The sixteen-year-old and the semiliterate poor woman 
could readily connect with Freire’s ideology, whereas the 
highly literate academics are “put off” by some 
dimensions of the same ideology. It is, perhaps, for this 
reason that a university professor I know failed to include 
Freire’s work in a graduate course that she taught on 
literacy. When I raised the issue with her, she explained 
that students often find Freire’s writing too difficult and 
cumbersome. It could also be the reason that the Divinity 
School at Harvard University offers a course entitled 
“Education for Liberation,” in which students study 
Freire and James Cone extensively, whereas no such 
opportunities are available at Harvard’s School of 
Education. 

For me, the mundane call for a language of 
“simplicity and clarity” represents yet another 



mechanism to dismiss the complexity of theoretical 
issues, particularly if these theoretical constructs 
interrogate the prevailing dominant ideology. It is for this 
very reason that Gayatri Spivak correctly points out that 
the call for “plain prose cheats.” I would go a step further 
and say, “The call for plain prose not only cheats, it also 
bleaches.” 

For me, it is not only plain prose that bleaches. 
Gerald Graff’s pedagogy of “teaching the conflict” also 
bleaches to the extent that it 
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robs students of the opportunity to access the critical 
discourses that will enable them not only to deconstruct 
the colonial and hegemonic paradigms, but will also help 
them realize that one cannot teach conflict as if, all of a 
sudden, it fell from the sky. The conflict must be 
anchored in those competing histories and ideologies that 
generated the conflict in the first place. David Goldberg 
captures this problem when he argues that Graff’s 
suggestion: 

presupposes that educators—even the humanists of Graff’s address
—occupy a neutral position, or at least can suspend their 
prejudices, in presenting the conflicts, and that the conflicts are 
fixed and immobile. One cannot teach the conflicts (or anything 
else, for that matter) by assuming this neutral “view from 
nowhere,” for it is no view at all. In other words, the Assumption 
of a View from Nowhere is the projection of local values as 
neutrally universal ones, the globalizing of ethnocentric values, as 
Stam and Shohat put it.16 

The problem with the teaching of the conflict is 
that the only referent for engaging authority is a 
methodological one. As a result, Graff demeans the 
ability of oppressed people to name their oppression as a 
pedagogical necessity and, at the same time, he dismisses 
the politics of pedagogy that “could empower 
‘minorities’ and build on privileged students’ minimal 
experience of ‘otherization’” to help them imagine 



alternative subject positions and divergent social 
designs.17 

As one can readily see, the mechanization of 
Freire’s revolutionary pedagogical proposals not only 
leads to the depolitization of his radically democratic 
work but also creates spaces for even those liberals who 
embrace Freire’s proposals to confuse “the term he 
employs to summarize his approach to education, 
‘pedagogy’ [which] is often interpreted as a ‘teaching’ 
method rather than a philosophy or a social theory. Few 
who invoke his name make the distinction. To be sure, 
neither does The Oxford English Dictionary.”18 This 
seeming lack of distinction is conveniently adopted by 
those educators who believe that education is neutral as 
they engage in a social construction of not 
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seeing. That is, they willfully refuse to understand that 
the very term “pedagogy,” as my good friend and 
colleague Panagiota Gounari explains it, has Greek roots, 
meaning “to lead a child” (from pais: child and ago: to 
lead). Thus, as the term “pedagogy” illustrates, education 
is inherently directive and must always be 
transformative. As Stanley Aronowitz so succinctly 
argues, “Freire’s pedagogy is grounded in a fully 
developed philosophical anthropology, that is, a theory of 
human nature, one might say a secular liberation 
theology, containing its own categories that are 
irreducible to virtually any other philosophy.”19 The 
misinterpretation of Freire’s philosophical and 
revolutionary pedagogical proposals in Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed and his subsequent books lies not only in the 
depolitization of his revolutionary aim “to transform 
what Frantz Fannon terms ‘the wretched of the earth’ 
from ‘being for others’ to ‘beings for themselves,’”20 but 
also in the disarticulation of Freire’s thinking from his 
enormous debt to a philosophical tradition that included 
Marx, Gramsci, Hegel, and Sartre among others. 



Although I was immobilized when I received the 
devastating news that Paulo Freire, my friend, my 
collaborator, my teacher, and my mentor, had died, I 
found comfort in the certainty that Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed had indeed “outlived its own time and its 
author’s.” I found comfort in the immeasurable hope that 
Paulo represented for those of us who are committed to 
imagine a world, in his own words, that is less ugly, more 
beautiful, less discriminatory, more democratic, less 
dehumanizing, and more humane. In his work and in his 
life, Paulo teaches us and the world—with his hallmark 
humility—what it means to be an intellectual who fights 
against the temptation of becoming a populist 
intellectual. As always, he teaches us with his penetrating 
and unquiet mind the meaning of a profound 
commitment to fight social injustices in our struggle to 
recapture the loss of our dignity as human beings. In 
Paulo’s own words: 

We need to say no to the neoliberal fatalism that we are witnessing 
at the end of this century, informed by the ethics of the market, an 
ethics in which a minority makes most profits against 
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the lives of the majority. In other words, those who cannot 
compete, die. This is a perverse ethics that, in fact, lacks ethics. I 
insist on saying that I continue to be human. . . I would then 
remain the last educator in the world to say no: I do not accept . . . 
history as determinism. I embrace history as possibility [where] we 
can demystify the evil in this perverse fatalism that characterizes 
the neoliberal discourse in the end of this century.21 

Paulo Freire did not realize his dream of entering 
the twenty-first century full of hope for “a world that is 
more round, less ugly, and more just.” Although he did 
not hold our hands as we crossed the threshold of the 
twenty-first century, his words of wisdom, his penetrating 
and insightful ideas, his courage to denounce in order to 
announce, his courage to love and “to speak about love 
without fear of being called ascientific, if not 
antiscientific,” his humility, and his humanity make him 



immortal—a forever-present force that keeps alive our 
understanding of history as possibility. 

I always accepted with humility Paulo’s challenge 
through the coherence and humility he exemplified. With 
much sadness, magoa, but also with much affection and 
hope, I say, once more, thank you Paulo: for having been 
present in the world, for having given us Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed, for having taught us how to read the world 
and for challenging us to humanize the world. 

DONALDO MACEDO 
Distinguished Professor of Liberal Arts and Education 

University of Massachusetts, Boston 
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